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Does the oyster sleep? 
  This conversation accompanies the exhibition Does the oyster sleep?
  March 10 - April 15, 2017
Does the oyster sleep? explores the relationship 
between love and politics—two realms of 
human experience often understood as 
antagonistic to one another. The exhibition 
rewrites the seeming conflict between shared 
interest and individual desire, imagining 
how they can be linked through a common 
longing to live differently in the world. 
Including film and video work by Sophie 
Bissonnette / Martin Duckworth / Joyce Rock, 
Marguerite Duras, Maja Borg, Sara Eliassen, 
Silvia Gruner, and Waël Noureddine, Does the 
oyster sleep? addresses the forms of care and 
labour we enact for each other. 
The exhibition takes its title from a passage in 
Brazilian writer Clarice Lispector’s 1973 novel 
Água Viva, in which the author describes the 
contortions of an oyster under drips of lemon 
juice. Just as the oyster is torn from its root, 
becoming exposed and vulnerable, can love 
tear us away from ourselves, toward others, 
or toward new relationships based on care, 
solidarity, and communal autonomy? 
Using Lispector’s visceral image as a starting 
point, the exhibition imagines how this 
radical vulnerability can redirect our attention 
away from Modernist frameworks for human 
relationships. Featuring several long-form 
documentary and experimental works, and 
accompanied by a library of related poetry, 
fiction and non-fiction, Does the oyster sleep? 
welcomes sustained watching, reading, and 
thinking together. 
Does the oyster sleep? was originally presented 
at SBC Gallery of Contemporary Art, 
Montreal, in 2016.
richard GeorGe, oyster, 2011.
Sophie Bissonnette / Martin Duckworth / Joyce Rock, Maja Borg, 
Marguerite Duras, Sara Eliassen, Silvia Gruner, Waël Noureddine
March 10 - April 15, 2017
Curated by Pip Day and Irmgard Emmelhainz
Does the oyster sleep? March 10 - april 15, 2017 GalleryTpW.ca 2
Each of the videos in Does the oyster sleep? creates a propositional poetics about being-in-relation 
and being-in-common. These poetic forms of being carry conflicts between common interest 
and individual desire that endanger them, and they produce forms of vulnerability that can 
be difficult for us to handle. Yet, can shared interest and individual desire be linked through a 
common longing to live differently in the world? 
All of the videos in the exhibition – Maja Borg’s Future My Love (2012), Waël Noureddine’s ça 
sera beau (2005), Sara Eliassen’s A Blank Slate (2014), Marguerite Duras’ Les mains négatives 
(1979), Silvia Gruner’s Un Chant d’amour (2004), and Sophie Bisonette, Martin Duckworth 
and Joyce Rock’s A Wives’ Tale (1981) have to do with movement, travelling, dislocation, 
and change. The shift from one place to another is the condition of thought, reflection, 
love address, broken heartedness, and a wake of consciousness. In Les mains négatives, the 
movement of the hand imprinting itself on the cave is a primary gesture of communication, 
the grounds to say: “I love you.” In the film, we hear this address as we see images of the 
streets of Paris at dawn, shot from a moving car. Between image and voice-text, a gap opens 
up toward the possibility of a missed address (maladresse) as old as the oceans. ça sera beau is 
also an address, a love letter to a failed love in Paris from a Beirut torn to pieces by civil war. 
Here, heartbreak is made analogous to the failure of 20th century revolutionary ideals and 
the prediction of a self-destructing global future. In Gruner’s Un Chant d’amour, the subtle 
back and forth of the camera panning between three characters who exchange places on 
either side of a wall produces the possibility of encounter within their erotic dialogue. In their 
films, Maja Borg and Sara Eliassen travel far from home to ponder love and loss as they ask 
larger questions about technology and progress, gender and film history. In A Wives’ Tale, 
Bissonnette, Duckworth, and Rock document movement within their subjects that opens 
up towards political subjectivity. In curating this exhibition, we are not seeking to build a 
discourse that leads our public to read the films in a certain way. The show, selected books, 
and accompanying writing are meant to open up to multiple meanings, uncovering new 
resonances throughout. Our hope is to be able to articulate questions that frame what we feel 
are urgent in the present.
We intuit that being-in-relation and being-in-common are also constantly under threat by 
heteropatriarchy (a logic of domination and extraction underpinning late capitalism) and 
coloniality (a logic of domination and extraction without which Modernization could not 
have been possible). How can we love a liberating love in the context of exploitation and 
destruction that is Modernism? How can we love the self and others who have been broken 
by heteropatriarchy and coloniality? These questions are linked to how we live love, how we 
actually love others around us, and how love exists in our social imaginaries, social formations 
and relationships to exchange as they relate to the personal and the political. The slogan 
Does the oyster sleep?
Pip Day and Irmgard Emmelhainz
So, what is this thing of 
sensibility (outside of 
language), sensitivity (in 
relation to the other and 
pleasure) and the space 
between these that obliter-
ates vulnerability? The link 
to vulnerability - je ne 
comprends pas...
I’m feeling rather super 
looney and dismembered 
-for that text I was raw 
flesh but had all my 
strength -does that make 
sense? I mean, I can still 
try...
OMG you put your finger on 
something -- I think the loss 
of sensibility and the lack 
of sensitivity obliterates the 
other’s vulnerability and 
makes one’s own unbearable? 
Let’s talk about this more...
Does the oyster sleep? March 10 - april 15, 2017 GalleryTpW.ca 3
for second wave feminist struggles (“the personal is the political”) and the reduction of the 
female force to reproductive labour – i.e., the assumption that mothering and ‘caring’ are a 
shared condition of all women – are political concerns. And yet, the form of ‘the personal’ that 
prevails today is individualistic and tied to self-realization, further privatizing political action 
while problematically universalizing the struggle of women as a fight for ‘freedom’ that posits 
non-Western women as inherently oppressed.
In that regard, Does the oyster sleep? draws its title and spirit from the urgency to create a 
distinction between ‘the personal’ and ‘the individual’: to explore the former as a means of 
generating solidarity and to problematize the latter as a neoliberal constitution of politics and 
love. Our project began with a form of ‘the personal’ as described by Clarice Lispector in Água 
Viva:
“My personal is humus in the earth and lives from rotting. My ‘it’ is hard like a pebble. The 
transcendence inside me is the living and soft ‘it’ and has the thought that an oyster has. 
Could the oyster when torn from its root feel anxiety? It is disturbed in its life without eyes. 
I used to drip lemon juice onto the living oyster and watched in horror and fascination as it 
contorted all over. And I was eating the living it. The living it is the God. [...] I don’t like when 
they drip lemon upon my depths and make me contort all over. Are the facts of life lemon on 
the oyster? Does the oyster sleep?”1 
Politics, under neoliberalism, fragments action into personal, private struggles as tied to 
lifestyle, ethnicity, religion, ideology, self-realization. Love, under neoliberalism, transforms 
emotion and desire into the main objects of capitalist consumption. The mechanisms 
for love (feelings, emotions, seductions, desire) have been transformed by the system 
into consumption machines (such as online dating services). Pushed to the surface of 
consumption, the subject’s desire and interior life have been externalized: interiority is 
a particular quality to the 
relationship… showed me 
a supermarket cart full of 
beers; the view of the 
Norwegian Baths where 
he went every morning… 
his bedroom, the streets 
of Gotheborg, his erect 
sex.
Maja BorG, Future My love, (2012).. Video, 93 MinuTes.
How to listen towards your 
language, to read your 
needs, to practice ways to 
slip in and understand?
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eliminated and the subject’s libido becomes invested in the construction its own narcissistic 
subjectivity. This late Modernist subject is unable to fix its own limits: the dissolution of 
the borders between interior and exterior has radically changed the subject’s relationship to 
another. In this context, individualism is based on fear and disgust of inter-dependency and 
vulnerability but is also intrinsically tied to consumerism –or, our assumed ‘right’ to fulfill our 
needs and necessities. In our culture, as Maggie Nelson writes, “The Self without sympathetic 
attachments is either a fiction or a lunatic… [Yet] dependence is scorned even in intimate 
relationships, as though dependence were incompatible with self-reliance rather than the 
only thing that makes it possible.”2  As a result, empathy, the core of solidarity and political 
organization, has been transformed into a loop, because both individualism and the denial of 
being-in-common hinder the separation between what I am and what I (can) see. Sympathetic 
attachments and dependence are intrinsically necessary for solidarity, but solidarity involves, 
after Sara Ahmed, “commitment, and work, as well as the recognition that even if we do 
not have the same feelings, or the same lives, or the same bodies, we do live on common 
ground.”3 For Ahmed, solidarity also assumes that our struggles are not the same struggles, 
or that our pain is not the same pain, or that our hope is not for the same future.
Capitalism has made us dream of an ideal individual who is in control of everything. For 
us, it becomes obvious that being able to go beyond the scars caused by individualism – the 
command to be self-reliant, independent, capable of efficiently managing one’s own human 
capital – is key to political organization. Our strength comes from opening outward, reaching 
to others, from operating within vulnerability. And in learning to trust others one can learn to 
sophie BissonneTTe / joyce rock / MarTin duckWorTh, A Wives’ TAle (1980). docuMenTary, 16MM Transferred 
To dVd, 73 Mins.
Who did you fuck last 
night?
became a cobbled surface by 
turning corners
a perpetual coming together 
or falling asunder of forms
a compact blotch in the 
tumult of heterogenous 
stimulation
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make decisions on how to get organized, on what is needed, on what we want. This is not 
done on the basis of democracy – where we disagree but tolerate decisions made (while 
secretly building distrust in the system) – but on the basis of consensus, where we trust 
ourselves to reach an agreement together, and we stick to the decision because others 
have convinced us of a best decision-in-common. 
For Judith Butler, ethics – the moral possibility of solidarity – requires us “to risk 
ourselves precisely at moments of unknowingness, when what forms us diverges 
from what lies before us, when our willingness to become undone in relation to others 
constitute our chance of becoming human.”4  In brief, Butler’s ethics requires us to 
be able to be bound to what is not me, to be moved, to be prompted to act, to address 
myself elsewhere, but above all, to vacate the individualist, self-sufficient ‘I’ as a kind of 
possession. It is not about trying to fit in, because we come to a point where we cannot 
bend any further, as Maja Borg puts it.  This is a move away from the form of narcissistic 
love, when we are unable to see the other, when we can only see the self in the other as 
opposed to the radical difference of the other. And perhaps this is the kind of unsettling 
love that we want as a ‘model’ (provisionally called) for the grounds of future politics, a 
love that can take us outside of ourselves and towards the other, a love that could be the 
glue for being-in-common.
We urgently need to seek ways in which our entire social and political imaginaries could 
be otherwise, based on an enduring practice of love and politics: the practice of love as 
able to build (or release?) political potentialities. We’re bearing in mind that after being 
broken down, active practices of solidarity, politics and agency need to be premised on 
healing. We, as white privileged women, can no longer deny what colonized peoples have 
always known: that it is urgent to move beyond the passivity of inclusion discourses and 
diversity, and that to be ‘active’ is to move in relation to different practices of love and 
politics, beyond individuality and back to the personal. 
“Each one of us who sur-
vives, she says, at least once 
in our lifetime, at some cru-
cial and inescapable moment, 
has had to absolutely believe 
in the impossible.” 
(Audre Lorde, 
A Burst of Light.) 
“And at that point you have 
to drag everyone along, 
not to be alone like sails of 
flesh catching wind nailed 
to those we love, the whole 
planet, hanging in our 
skin. Have you ever felt like 
that?” (Maja Borg, 
Future My Love)
 
1 Clarice Lispector, Água Viva. Originally published 1973. Translated by Benjamin Moser (New York, New Directions, 2012): 23. 
2 Maggie Nelson, The Argonauts (Minneapolis: Greywolf Press, 2015): 101-102.
3 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (Edinburgh Press and Routledge, 2004): 198.
4 Judith Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself (Fordham University Press, 2005): 136.
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who have never belonged or who have had our belonging 
ripped from us.”
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and screenwriting documentaries, many of which have 
won awards. Une Histoire de femmes (1980, codirected 
with Martin Duckworth and Joyce Rock) was awarded by 
the Association of Quebec Film Critics as the Best Feature 
Film of the Year. Since then, her career as an independent 
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Lumières dans la grande noirceur (1991) - which won three 
awards - is a portrait of the trade union and feminist activist 
Léa Roback. Partition pour voix de femmes (2001) was 
fi nalist at the Prix Gémeaux for Best Documentary. Sexy inc. 
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